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Active and Successful Ageing: A European Policy Perspective 
ABSTRACT 
Over the past two decades µDFWLYH DJHLQJ¶ KDV HPHUJHG LQ (XURSH DV the foremost policy 
response to the challenges of population ageing. This article examines the concept of active 
ageing and how it differs from that RIµVXFFHVVIXODJHLQJ¶,QSDUWLFXODULWVKRZVKRZDFWLYH
ageing presents a more holistic, life course oriented approach than successful ageing. We 
provide a critical perspective on active ageing too by, first, tracing its emergence in Europe 
and then showing how, in practice, it has been dominated by a narrow economic or 
productivist perspective which prioritises the extension of working life. It has also been 
gender blind. Nonetheless it is argued that an active ageing approach has the potential to 
enable countries to respond successfully to the challenges of population ageing because of its 
comprehensive focus and emphasis on societal as well as individual responsibility. Finally, 
we set out the basic principles that need to be followed if the full potential of active ageing is 
to be achieved.  
KEY WORDS 
Labour market, life course, health, retirement, European Commission  
Introduction 
Policy responses to population ageing globally comprise both negative and positive strands: 
on the one hand old age is commonly portrayed as a period of inactivity and dependency 
while, on the other, often simultaneously, older people are viewed as a social and economic 
resource. Both successful and active ageing derive from the same scientific root, the activity 
perspective. Both have been employed, in research as well as policy, as alternatives to the 
inaccurate deficit model of older age, albeit on different sides of the Atlantic Ocean 
(Strawbridge, Wallhagen, & Cohen, 2002; Walker, 2009). Sometimes the two terms are 
ZURQJO\XVHGDVV\QRQ\PV7KHPDLQSXUSRVHRIWKLVDUWLFOHLVWRH[DPLQHWKHLGHDRIµDFWLYH
2 
 
DJHLQJ¶:HGRVRIURPD(XURSHDQYDQWDJHSRLQWZKHUHLWKDVEHFRPHWKHOHDGLQJVFLHQWLILF
and policy conceptualisation of a later life characterised by well-being. Active ageing is 
FRQWUDVWHGZLWKµVXFFHVVIXODJHLQJ¶SUHYDOHQWLQDJHLQJGLVFRXUVHVLQWKH86$DQGVKRZQWR
represent not only a more holistic, life course oriented approach but also one which, in policy 
terms, enlists organisational and societal actions as well as individual ones. In practice, 
however, active ageing policies have been dominated by a narrow economic or productivist 
perspective which prioritises the extension of working life and, therefore, overlooks those not 
involved in paid employment. This bias is illustrated with reference to European policy 
developments. Thus, in practice, active ageing actually comprises two distantly contrasting 
policy frameworks ± one narrowly economic focussing on older workers and the other social, 
encompassing the whole life course. Then it is argued that a comprehensive life course active 
ageing strategy can provide a sound basis for countries to respond to the challenges presented 
by an ageing population. This strategy should be based on a partnership between citizens and 
society and aim for a comprehensive, non-coercive and inclusive approach to active ageing. 
Finally, drawing on the strategy outlined by Walker (2002, 2009), it extends the criteria for a 
comprehensive approach to active ageing and sets out the basic principles that need to be 
followed if policy makers are to achieve the full potential benefits of active ageing. 
 
The emergence of successful ageing 
 
There is wide global variation in the terms used to encapsulate WKHQRWLRQRI µDJHLQJZHOO¶. 
These include, successful ageing, active ageing, healthy ageing, positive ageing, productive 
ageing and competent ageing. Each one of these concepts implies a (sometimes subtly) 
divergent approach to the gains and potential of ageing (Barrett & McGoldrick, 2013). The 
most prevalent terms employed over recent decades have been successful ageing in the USA 
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and active ageing in the Europe (Constança, Ribeiro & Teixeira, 2012). While these terms are 
often used interchangeably (Lloyd, Tanner, Milne, Ray, Richards, Sullivan, Beech & Phillips, 
2013) they are inherently different (Deeming, 2009) and neither is without criticism (Villar, 
2012).  
 
Active ageing is concerned with facilitating the rights of older people to remain healthy 
(reducing the costs of health and social care), remain in employment longer (reducing 
pension costs), whilst also participating in community and political life. However, despite its 
wide currency, the concept of active ageing lacks a precise universally agreed definition and 
is FRPPRQO\XVHGWRPHDQµDOOWKLQJVWRDOOSHRSOH¶Walker & Maltby, 2012). This lack of 
uniformity can make the aim of developing and comparing policy implementation more 
complex, both internationally and nationally (Sidorenko & Zaidi, 2013). Notwithstanding this 
deficiency, it has been used widely in the past 10 years in Europe in particular, largely as a 
result of the efforts of the World Health Organisation (WHO) and European Commission 
(EC).  
 
The emergence of successful ageing and active ageing can be traced back to the activity 
perspective in the US, during the early 1960s, as the antithesis of disengagement, the mutual 
withdrawal between ageing persons and society (Walker, 2002). Cumming and Henry (1961) 
assumed disengagement to be universal and inevitable. This first major gerontological theory 
was criticised for largely ignoring older adults' own perceptions about what engagement 
entailed and enforcing a deficit model (Hochschild, 1975). The model of successful ageing 
developed out of the activity perspective. To age well, individuals were to lead lives that 
avoided disability and disease, and thereby maintain mental and physical capacities that 
facilitated productive and social engagement in society (Rowe & Kahn, 1987, 1997). The key 
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WRµVXFFHVVIXODJHLQJ¶3IHLIIHU5RZH& Kahn, 1987) was seen as the continuation of 
activity in older age and retention of values typical of those in middle age (Havighurst, 1963)  
denying the onset of old age (Walker, 2002). Productive ageing followed a decade later, in 
the US, and, after another decade, the global concept of active ageing (WHO, 1994).  
 
Successful ageing and active ageing challenge the dominance of the deficit-model. Along 
with some variants of productive ageing they challenge the expectation that older people 
would exit the labour force at fixed (arbitrary) ages and exchange wages for pensions. There 
is a concern that this detachment from employment creates a situation in which older people 
DUH QR ORQJHU LQ D VRFLDOO\ GHILQHG µSURGXFWLYH¶ VHFWRU RI society (Estes, 1979; Phillipson, 
1982; Walker, 1981) which leads to a more general devaluation of the worth of older people 
(Walker, 1980). Rather than equating the oldest phase of life purely with a period of rest, 
active ageing and successful ageing discourses seek to enable the participation of older adults 
in society (Barrett & McGoldrick, 2013). However, if narrowly applied, both risk the creation 
of a two-tiered view of the older population with a minority of people (predominantly the 
young old) aspiring to meet standards of success or activity (linked to employment), which 
remain unattainable for many (old old) due to severe illnesses or disabilities (Holstein & 
Minkler, 2003; Scheidt, Humpherys & Yorgason, 1999).  
 
First coined 40 years ago by Butler (1974) successful ageing began to increase in popularity 
following an article by Rowe and Kahn (1987) where it was argued that ageing and illness are 
distinct processes. Ageing research tends to focus on notions of loss and decline, with the 
product of illness being attributed to ageing. Rowe and Kahn (1997) elaborated on their 
initial model of successful ageing to include three main components: low probability of 
disease and disease-related disability, high cognitive and physical functional capacity, and 
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active engagement with life. In America successful ageing began to become a reference point 
in discourses around ageing, contributing to the rejection of older age as being inextricably 
linked to an inevitable succession of losses (Boudiny, 2013). This has changed the focus of 
research from those who suffer illness and disabilities as they age to those who experience 
positive outcomes. This also led to a shift in focus from those µdoing poorly to those doing 
well¶ (Strawbridge et al., 2002).  
 
Successful ageing prioritises the achievement of clinical and medically inspired criteria, 
ZKLOHVRFLDO DVSHFWV HQJDJHPHQWZLWK OLIH LQ5RZHDQG.DKQ¶VPRGHORFFXS\ WKH ORZHVW
position in the hierarchy of success. As such, Rowe & .DKQ¶V (1987, 1997) model of 
successful ageing has the potential to lead policy makers and older people themselves to 
aspire to an unrealistic ideal of ageing. Rowe & Kahn (1987) over-estimated the prevalence 
of older individuals progressing through old age disease-free when evidence from centenarian 
studies shows that reaching old age without ill-health or disability is uncommon (Motta, 
Bennati, Ferlito, Malaguarnera & Motta, 2005). µSuccessful¶ implies there are winners and 
losers, all too often true in policy developments, but most gerontologists are uncomfortable 
with labelling someone unsuccessful because they are disabled or have ill-health 
(Strawbridge et al., 2002). The processes of defining and measuring successful ageing have 
been problematic as they have been concerned with how older individuals should age, rather 
than with how people come to view themselves as ageing successfully (Chapman, 2005; 
Pruchno, Wilson-Genderson, Rose & Cartwright, 2010). For instance, even if older adults 
experience ill health or disability, they may not identify themselves as ageing unsuccessfully 
and may still engage in a variety of activities (Tate, Leedine & Cuddy, 2003). There is a risk 
that it is reduced to an exclusionary, ageist, and even discriminatory perspective - a 
professional dogma with no room for human agency.  
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Successful ageing is an individualistic concept because it does not take into account the fact 
that changes in SHRSOHV¶ lives and in social structures are fundamentally interdependent 
(Riley & Riley, 1994). In practice ageing is a social process that involves the interplay 
between human development and the complementary dynamic of structural change (Depp & 
Jeste, 2006). Various improvements in older people's lives are contingent upon societal 
interventions and measures including life-long education (Davey, 2002), anti-age 
discrimination policies (Walker & Maltby, 2012), leisure (Walker, 2009) and opportunities to 
volunteer (Deeming, 2009). In practice there is a µdependence of successful (and active) 
aging upon structural opportunities in schools, offices, nursing homes, families, communities, 
social networks, and society at large¶ (Riley, 1998, p. 151). Social and cultural settings 
contextualise individual ageing and vary considerably in terms of the demands they involve 
and the opportunities and resources they offer (Villar, 2012).  
 
The concept of active ageing 
 
The concept of active ageing began to develop in the 1990s with an emphasis on the link 
between activity and health (WHO, 1994). It emerged at a time when the issue of global 
greying resulted in the dismantling of the traditional conception of the life course that equated 
the oldest phase of life with inactivity (Boudiny & Mortelmans, 2011). The active ageing 
discourse focuses on encouraging the participation of older adults in society and emphasises 
the competence and knowledge that older people possess (Daatland, 2005). The most widely 
used definition is from the WHO: DV µWKH SURFHVV RI RSWLPL]LQJ RSSRUWXQLWLHV IRU KHDOWK
SDUWLFLSDWLRQ DQG VHFXULW\ LQ RUGHU WR HQKDQFH TXDOLW\ RI OLIH DV SHRSOH DJH¶ Importantly 
µaFWLYH¶was defined as µFRQWLQXLQJSDUWLFLSDWLRQ LQ VRFLDO HFRQRPLF FXOWXUDO VSLULWXDODQG
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FLYLFDIIDLUVQRW MXVW WKHDELOLW\WREHSK\VLFDOO\DFWLYHRU WRSDUWLFLSDWHLQ WKHODERXUIRUFH¶
(WHO, 2002, p. 12). This perspective further challenged stereotypes of older age 
characterised by passivity and dependency, placing an alternative emphasis on autonomy and 
participation. AFWLYH DJHLQJ UHIXWHV WKH µGHFOLQH DQG ORVV SDUDGLJP¶ commonly associated 
with the consequences of physical decrescence (Townsend, 2007) and emphasises the active 
roles older people occupy in society. It highlighted the need for a distinction between notions 
of activity and passivity, ZKHUHEHLQJDFWLYHLQYROYHVOLYLQJE\RQH¶VRZQUXOHVas opposed to 
EHLQJµQRUPDOLVHG¶E\RWKHUVLQRUGHUWRDYRLGGHQXQFiation (Walker & Foster, 2013). It also 
includes the need for activities designed to ensure the protection, dignity and care of older 
people (Stenner, McFarquhar & Bowling, 2011). In theory at least, it emphasised the need for 
a departure from notions of ageing in purely economic terms towards a more holistic 
approach including quality of life, mental and physical well-being and social participation 
(Foster & Walker, 2013; Walker, 2002). Therefore, it is important that activity aims to 
enhance well-being if it is to be incorporated into an active ageing model. Increasing 
employment of older people in itself is not a holistic active ageing measure, it needs to be 
accompanied by measures to combat age discrimination in the workplace, promote age 
diversity, more flexible forms of employment and/or training opportunities (Corsi & Samek, 
2010). 
 
Like successful ageing the notion of active ageing is not without criticism. For instance, it has 
been suggested that a process of idealisation of active and (successful ageing) might end up 
being counterproductive and oppressive (Holstein & Minkler, 2007). There is a danger that 
policy makers will overemphasise physical activity to the neglect of mental capacity and 
over-idealise a productive model of active ageing (Walker & Maltby, 2012; Barrett & 
McGoldrick, 2013). Thus there needs to be room for alternative lifestyles and definitions of 
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activity (Calasanti, Slevin & King, 2006). Even advocates of active ageing recognise the risk 
µWKDW WKLV VRUW RI VWUDWHJ\ ZLOO EHFRPH FRHUFLYH¶ (Walker, 2002, p. 134). Therefore, it is 
necessary to avoid the imposition of top-down generalities by attending to the specificities of 
varied positive and negative lived realities of older people (Stenner et al., 2011). The 
expectations for active ageing are typically framed by policy makers and researchers, who 
tend to define activity according to middle-aged or youthful perspectives which may not be 
congruent with the experiences of older people (Reed, Cook, Childs & Hall, 2003). 
Therefore, there is a need for older people themselves to be more closely involved in 
determining what role active ageing could play in their lives (Walker & Foster, 2013).  
 
The heterogeneity of the older population means that it is difficult to measure the concepts of 
successful and active ageing. A strict rubric of success or activity excludes too many and fails 
to embrace differences observed in older people. However, more comprehensive definitions 
of active ageing seem less deterministic, either as an outcome or as a process of achieving it 
(Constança et al., 2012). It is a broader-based concept than successful ageing (Boudiny & 
Mortelmans, 2011) and, as such, appears to offer greater positive policy potential than other 
ageing discourses.  
 
Active ageing policy in Europe  
 
Ageing first arose as a central European policy issue in the early 1990s, when the EC 
HVWDEOLVKHG DQ µREVHUYDWRU\¶ WR VWXG\ WKH LPSDFW RI QDWLRQDO SROLFLHV RQ DJHLQJ The first 
proclamation at this level of the key elements of a new active and participative discourse on 
ageing was found in the European Year of Older People in 1993 (Walker & Maltby, 1997). 
There was an emphasis on discourses of deservingness, and the inclusion of older workers 
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through equal opportunities measures. 7KH8QLWHG1DWLRQV¶81<HDURI2OGHU3HRSOH
was the next major step in the development of a European active ageing agenda outlining the 
significant challenge Europe faced to reverse its early-exit labour force culture (European 
Commission, 2001; Kohli, Rein, Guillemard & Van Gunsteren, 1991). The active ageing 
strategy and employment strategy were justified by the need to raise employment levels, 
especially given ageing populations and projected pension cost increases (Carmel, Hamblin, 
& Papadopoulos, 2007). 
 
The policy document, µTowards a Europe for all Ages¶(1999), identified four challenges: the 
decline of the working-age population; expenditure on pensions systems and public finances; 
the increasing need for care; DQGGLYHUVLW\DPRQJROGHUSHRSOH¶V UHVRXUFHVDQGULVNVThese 
challenges in turn led the Commission to four policy conclusions: to increase the employment 
rate in Europe (by promoting lifelong learning, flexible working arrangements and improving 
work incentives); to improve social protection policies and reverse early retirement trends; to 
support research relating to health policies and old age care; and to develop policies against 
workplace-based discrimination and social exclusion. However, despite the all-encompassing 
potential of active ageing it was subsequently narrowed as employment became the 
&RPPLVVLRQ¶V PDLQ IRFXV (Walker, 2009). In doing so, those not in paid employment are 
excluded from ageing actively, and the valuable contributions they could make to society risk 
being ignored, reducing the discourse to its precursor µproductive ageing¶ %RXGLQ\3). 
This productivist and rather utilitarian vision advocates the need for older workers to be 
µactivated¶ to enhance economic growth. At the same time an individualisation of the 
responsibilities of the activated older worker is promoted (Casey, 2012). Longer employment 
is advocated in an increasingly insecure labour market (Carmel et al., 2007) and pensions 
have been increasingly subject to individualized exposure to financial market risks 
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(Ebbinghaus & Wiß, 2011; Foster, 2012). In practice, retirement is influenced by a variety of 
factors including health, wealth, work decisions including involuntary redundancy, caring 
obligations and job satisfaction (Brown & Vickerstaff, 2011). 
 
Although some EU documentation considers a wider range of measures and services, such as 
lifelong learning, engaging in capacity-enhancing and health promoting activities and being 
active after retirement (CEC, 2002), the aim is overwhelmingly to extend the working lives of 
older people (Hamblin, 2010). This focus was reflected in the so-called Lisbon target to raise 
the employment rate of those aged 55-64 to 50% by 2010, a target which none of the EU 
countries managed to attain (Zaidi & Zolyomi, 2011). ,Q WKH(XURSHDQ&RPPLVVLRQ¶V 
µ$JHLQJ 5HSRUW¶ emphasised a productivist approach to ageing maintaining that increasing 
the retirement age, limiting access to early retirement schemes, and stronger links between 
pension contributions and pension benefits may provide a better incentive to remain in the 
labour market (Walker, 2009). Yet, a year later, a more comprehensive approach was 
highlighted by the EU Council (2010, p. 5): 
active ageing means creating opportunities for staying in the labour market longer, for 
contributing to society through unpaid work in the community as volunteers or 
passing on their skills to younger people, and in their extended families, and for living 
autonomously and in dignity for as much and as long as possible.  
In sum EU policy discourses on active ageing over the last two decades has comprised two 
contrasting models. The more dominant emphasis has been on a narrow productivist 
approach focusing on the extending working life. In contrast, there is also a comprehensive 
approach to active ageing supported by the WHO and UN, as well as some parts of the EC. 
Although there is some evidence that these two approaches are starting to come together, in 
practice the actual policy instruments still focus primarily on employment (Walker, 2009). 
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For the first time since 1993 The European Year of 2012 focussed on ageing. The European 
Year of Active Ageing and Solidarity Between the Generations provided the potential to 
implement a more comprehensive approach to active ageing. Unfortunately however, 
although a range of themes were identified, the employment one was dominant: the aim was 
µWRKHOSFUHDWHEHWWHU MRERSSRUWXQLWLHVDQGZRUNLQJFRQGLWLons for the growing numbers of 
older people in Europe, help them take an active role in society and encourage healthy 
DJHLQJ¶(&, 2010c). Thus in the European heartland of active ageing policy there appears to 
be, at best, ambivalence about its focus and potential. Therefore, in the last section, we 
outline a vision for a comprehensive strategy for active ageing. 
 
A vision for active ageing in Europe 
 
Although the EC has played a major role in framing active ageing, a comprehensive policy 
approach has not yet materialized. To fully comprehend the scope and prospective impact of 
active ageing, it is necessary to outline what a comprehensive strategy should constitute and 
its underlying principles. Building on and expanding the WHO (2002) definition Walker 
(2002, 2009) proposed seven key principles as the basis for a comprehensive strategy on 
active ageing. FLUVW µDFWLYLW\¶ VKRXOG include all meaningful pursuits that contribute to 
individual well-being. Therefore, activities such as volunteering should be as valued as paid 
employment and should be characterized by a removal of age barriers, against which no legal 
protection exists in many countries (Boudiny, 2013; Deeming, 2009; Lloyd et al., 2013). 
There is also considerable evidence that increased engagement in leisure activities has the 
potential to improve health and well-being (Boudiny & Mortelmans, 2011). This wider focus 
is particularly important for many older women (and men) who fulfil important unpaid roles 
in society including caring responsibilities and are often excluded from productivist 
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definitions of active ageing (Foster & Walker, 2013). Older adults may stop work in order to 
care for their grandchildren and by doing so enhance the work-ability of the intermediate 
generation (Eurofound, 2011).  
 
Second, it should be largely a preventative concept, involving all age groups in the process of 
ageing actively across the life course. Within this context the promotion of preventative 
health interventions to tackle the lifestyle, diet and consumption patterns are influential in 
determining ill-health at all ages (ActivAge, 2005). Third, active ageing should encompass all 
older people, including those who are frail and depenGHQW$IRFXVRQO\RQWKHµ\RXQJ-ROG¶is 
likely to H[FOXGH WKH µROG-ROG¶ Active ageing in practice in the EU has largely been 
concerned with the young-old rather than the old-old where the probability of experiencing 
sizeable losses in cognitive and physical potential increases substantially (Baltes & Smith, 
2003). Fourth, intergenerational solidarity should be a key feature of active ageing involving 
fairness between generations.  
 
Fifth, the concept should include both rights and obligations. Therefore, rights to social 
protection, lifelong education and training should be accompanied by obligations to take 
advantage of education and training opportunities and, wherever possible, to remain active in 
other ways. Sixth, active ageing strategies should be empowering with top-down policy 
action to facilitate activity, but also opportunities for citizens to take action from the bottom 
up. The ability to make use of personal freedom to participate in activities is in part 
dependent on financial status, health and mobility (Bowling, 2005). Therefore, encouraging 
older people to be actively engaged with their local communities requires the input of 
resources (Lloyd et al., 2013).  
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Seventh, and lastly in :DONHU¶Vmodel is the importance of active ageing respecting 
national and cultural diversity. There are large variations across Europe in both activity 
patterns and norms concerning activity. Within countries there are also large variations 
between ethnic groups in their preferences for different forms of activity. Active ageing 
policy should take account of diversity but should not go so far as to condone practices that 
transgress national and international equality and human rights objectives and laws (Bowling, 
2009). At the same time it must be recognised that implementing such a principle is difficult 
without first deciding what national and international equality, human rights objectives and 
laws are to be held as standards. Beyond Europe and Westernised contexts there is evidence 
of cultural difference and divergence in ideas about active ageing, which are linked to socio-
economic conditions (Danyuthasilpe, Amnatsatsue, Tanasugarn & Kerdmongkol, 2009). 
Indeed a lack of financial support in older age is likely to lead to working longer but, 
depending on occupation, may also be detrimental to health and well-being in older age 
(Lloyd et al., 2013).  
 
In its most comprehensive form active ageing has the capacity to embrace structural and 
economic issues which impact on older people. Economic resources should be interpreted as 
determinants of active ageing given that an LQGLYLGXDOV¶ financial situation influences their 
ability to afford elements of active ageing (Boudiny, 2013). Furthermore, longevity differs 
substantially between socio-economic groups and is unequally distributed spatially both 
within and between countries: µGHDWK LV QRW GHPRFUDWLF¶ (VSLQJ-Andersen, 2009, p. 147). 
Tackling these inequalities is an important part of a comprehensive active ageing strategy 
which aims to provide normatively fair solutions. It must also recognise country specific 
challenges to the implementation of particular active ageing policies including those 
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associated with extended employment when levels of unemployment remain high, such as in 
Spain, Greece and Italy (EC, 2011).  
 
Building on these challenges we suggest the addition of an eighth principle to active ageing. 
It is vital that a comprehensive approach is flexible. It must contend with individual ageing 
throughout the life course and changing notions of what active ageing means to different 
people and the resources required to age well. Activities also change with increasing age due 
to alterations in preferences and constraints. Boudiny (2013) states that adaptability is 
required, active ageing policies need to assist people to accept changes and integrate them 
into their lives. Unfortunately current approaches to active ageing (and successful ageing) 
tend to set relatively high standards or expectations and fail to fully grasp the impact of 
structural inequities and changing circumstances (Depp & Jeste, 2006). Policy can promote 
new ways of ageing actively and assist people to integrate changes into their lives. This may 
be in the form of practical training interventions (and not only those associated with 
employment) (Davey, 2002), information technology (Corsi & Samek, 2010), environmental 
modifications and assistive devices (Schieber, Fozard, Gordon-Salant & Weiffenbach, 1991). 
In addition active ageing must be flexible with regard to cultural and religious differences 
while embracing human rights, flexible in comprehending how socio-economic status 
influences ageing and resources, and flexible in understanding the gendered nature of ageing.  
 
Summary 
 
An effective active ageing strategy should be based on the combined contributions of the 
citizen and society. In EU policy terms, the promotion of active ageing involves linking 
hitherto independent policy domains: employment, health, social protection, pensions, social 
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inclusion, technology and economic policy for instance (Walker & Foster, 2013). The 
translation of this approach into concrete social policies would mean the transformation of a 
wide range of policy arenas, such as the labour market and health, towards more active 
interventions to prevent the causes of individual loss of function and loss of skills in the latter 
part of the life course. At the policy level a redistribution of resources from acute to 
preventative health is essential, as are pension policies that do not create a barrier between 
employment and retirement and which facilitate post-work participation (Foster, 2014). 
Underpinning this focus is the belief that chronological age is not an effective predictor of 
performance (Walker, 2002). In fact, a life-course perspective reinforces the preventative 
dimension of the active ageing agenda in that ageing well requires strategies to promote 
health and well-being prior to older age being reached. However, the new active ageing 
paradigm set out here seeks to facilitate the maintenance of both physical and mental 
capacity, which would enable older people to work longer if necessary, but also create 
healthier and more fulfilled post-employment years (Walker & Foster, 2013).  
 
Conclusion 
 
A comprehensive concept of active ageing can provide a framework for the development of 
global, national and local strategies relating to population ageing. It has the potential to unify 
the interests of all key stakeholders: citizens, non-governmental organisations, business 
interests and policy makers (Walker & Foster, 2013). However, in its current form it over-
emphasises employment (Walker & Maltby, 2012). The active ageing strategy outlined here 
operates simultaneously at the micro, meso and macro levels reflecting the need for a 
partnership between citizen and society. It is a flexible approach to active ageing, which 
recognises diverse needs in policy and practice in a non-coercive and inclusive fashion. It is 
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also in line with the desires of ageing workers for more flexibility in retirement (Smeaton, 
Vegeris & Sahin-Dimen, 2009) and those not in employment for a recognition of the diverse 
nature of activity (Boudiny, 2013). Therefore, to be a more effective policy tool, active 
ageing should be a µdynamic, life course-GULYHQFRQFHSW WKDW WDSV LQWRSHRSOH¶VSHUFHSWLRQV
and enables them to create their own forms of activity, instead of focusing on a 
predetermined, limited number of domains, usually developed from an µexpert¶ perspective¶ 
(Boudiny & Mortelmans, 2011, p. 12).  
 
Active ageing provides a potential platform for consensus building in ageing policy that 
addresses the concerns of multiple individuals, sectors and regions. However, policy 
proposals and recommendations are of little benefit unless they are accompanied by 
appropriate actions (Kalache, Barreto & Keller, 2005). The short history of active ageing has 
seen it rise to a prominent rhetorical position in European policy agendas but, unfortunately, 
very few resources have been devoted to it beyond the labour market (Barrett & McGoldrick, 
2013). Like successful ageing, active ageing is too often focussed on µ\RXWKIXO¶ DFWLYLWLHV 
which emphasis health and independence (Reed et al., 2003). Overly ambitious formations of 
active ageing are problematic (as is the case with successful ageing), as they may serve as a 
form of ageism (Boudiny, 2013). There is also a danger that the µKHDOWK DQG ZHOO-EHLQJ¶
QDUUDWLYHUHWUHDWVWREHFRPHWKHSUHVHUYHRIDµIRXUWKDJH¶characterised by biological decline 
and consumption of welfare resources (Moulaert & Biggs, 2013). There is also a concern that 
the economic downturn in different parts of Europe and beyond will result in material 
hardship and a consequent loss of opportunities for activity. Therefore, these structural and 
economic barriers to active ageing must be addressed for a comprehensive approach to work 
in practice. 
 
 
17 
 
 
Bibliography 
 
Activage (2005). Final report of the ACTIVAGE project. Overcoming the Barriers and 
Seizing the Opportunities for active ageing Policies in Europe. Retrieved from 
http://www.iccrinternational.org/activage/en/index.html. 
Baltes, P., Smith, J. (2003). New frontiers in the future of aging: From successful aging of the 
young old to the dilemmas of the fourth age. Gerontology, 49, 123-135. 
doi:10.1159/000067946 
Barrett, G., McGoldrick, C. (2013). Narratives of (in)active ageing in poor deprived areas of 
Liverpool. International Journal of Sociology and Social Policy, 33, 347-366. 
doi:10.1108/IJSSP-09-2012-0084. 
%RXGLQ\ .  µ$FWLYH DJHLQJ¶ )URP HPSW\ UKHWRULF WR HIIHFWLYH SROLF\ WRRO Ageing 
and Society, 33, 1077±1098. doi:10.1017/S0144686X1200030X 
Boudiny, K., Mortelmans, D. (2011). A critical perspective: Towards a broader 
understanding RIµDFWLYHDJHLQJ¶. Electronic Journal of Applied Psychology, 7, 8-14. 
Bowling, A. (2005). Ageing well: Quality of life in old age. Maidenhead: Open University 
Press. 
Bowling, A. (2009). Perceptions of active ageing in Britain: divergences between minority 
ethnic and whole population samples. Age and Ageing, 38, 703±10. 
doi:10.1093/ageing/afp175 
Brown, P., Vickerstaff, S. (2011). Health subjectivities and labor market participation: 
3HVVLPLVPDQGROGHUZRUNHUV¶DWWLWXGHVDQGQDUUDWLYHVDURXQGUHWLUHPHQWResearch on Aging, 
33, í doi: 10.1177/0164027511410249. 
Butler, R. (1974). Successful aging. Mental Health, 58, 6-12. 
Calasanti, T., Slevin, K., King, M. (2006). Ageism and feminism: FURPµHWFHWHUD¶WRFHQWHU. 
NWSA, 18, 13±30. Doi:10.1353/nwsa.2006.0004.  
Carmel, E., Hamblin, K., Papadopoulos, T. (2007). Governing the activation of older workers 
in the European Union: TKHFRQVWUXFWLRQRIWKH³DFWLYDWHGUHWLUHH´. International Journal of 
Sociology and Social Policy, 27, 387-400. doi:10.1108/01443330710822084 
Casey, B. (2012). The implications of the economic crisis for pensions and pension policy in 
Europe. Global Social Policy, 12, 246± 265. doi: 10.1177/1468018112455633 
Chapman, S. (2005). Theorizing about aging well: Constructing a narrative. Canadian 
Journal on Aging, 24, 9-18. doi:10.1353/cja.2005.0004 
Commission of the European Communities (CEC) (2002). (XURSH¶V UHVSRQVH WR ZRUOG
ageing: Promoting economic and social progress in an ageing world. Retrieved from http:// 
europa.eu.int/comm/employment_social/social_situation/docs/com2002_0143_en.pdf  
Constança, P., Ribeiro, O., Teixeira, L. (2012). Active ageing: An empirical approach to the 
WHO model. Current Gerontology and Geriatrics Research. 1,  
doi:10.1155/2012/382972 
Corsi, M., Samek, L. (2010). Active ageing and gender equality policies. EGGSI report for 
the European Commission, DG Employment, Social Affairs and Equal Opportunities, 
Brussels. 
Cumming, E., Henry, W. (1961). Growing old. The process of disengagement. New York: 
Basic Books. 
Daatland, S. (2005). µQuality of life and ageing¶, in M. Johnson (ed.), The Cambridge 
handbook of age and ageing (pp. 371-377). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
Danyuthasilpe, C., Amnatsatsue, K., Tanasugarn, C., Kerdmongkol, P. (2009). Ways of 
healthy aging: A case study of elderly people in a northern Thai village. Health Promotion 
International, 24, 394±403. doi:10.1093/heapro/dap038 
18 
 
Davey, J. (2002). Active ageing and education in mid and later life. Ageing and Society 22, 
95-113. doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X02008528. 
Deeming, C. (2009). µ$FWLYHDJHLQJ¶LQSUDFWLFHDFDVHVWXG\LQ(DVW/RQGRQ8.. Policy & 
Politics, 37, 93±111. doi:10.1332/030557309X397946. 
Depp, C., Jeste, D. (2006). Definitions and predictors of successful ageing: A comprehensive 
review of larger quantitative studies. American Journal of Geriatric Psychiatry, 14, 6±20. 
doi:10.1097/01.JGP.0000192501.03069.bc. 
Ebbinghaus, B., Wiß, T. (2011). Taming pension fund capitalism in Europe: Collective and 
state regulation in times of crisis. Transfer: European Review of Labour & Research, 17, 15-
28. doi: 10.1177/1024258910390840. 
Esping-Andersen, G. (2009). The Incomplete revolution: Adapting to women's new roles. 
Cambridge: Polity Press. 
Estes, C. (1979). The aging enterprise. San Francisco: Jossey Bass. 
European Commission (EC) (1999). Towards a Europe for all ages. Brussels: European 
Commission. 
European Commission (EC) (2001). Guidelines for PHPEHUVWDWHV¶HPSOR\PHQWSROLFLHVIRU
the year 2002. Brussels: European Commission. 
European Commission (EC) (2009). Dealing with the impact of an ageing population in the 
EU (2009 Ageing Report). Brussels: European Commission. 
European Commission (EC) (2011). Social Europe: Employment and social developments in 
Europe 2011. Brussels: European Commission.  
European Council (2010). Council conclusions on active ageing. 3019th Employment, Social 
Policy, Health and Consumer Affairs Council meeting, Luxembourg, 7 June 2010. 
Eurofound (2011). Volunteering by older people in the EU. Retrieved from 
http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/publications/htmlfiles/ef1134.html.  
Foster, L. (2012). Active ageing and pensions in the EU. Journal of Comparative Social 
Welfare, 28, 223-34.  doi:10.1080/17486831.2012.753022. 
Foster, L. (2014). Women's pensions in the European Union and the current economic crisis. 
Policy and Politics. doi:10.13321030557312X655774. 
Foster, L., Walker, A. (2013). Gender and active ageing in Europe. European Journal of 
Ageing, 10, 3-10. doi:10.1177/ 0193723511433866. 
Hamblin, K. (2010). Changes to policies for work and retirement in EU15 nations (1995±
2005): An exploration of policy packages for the 50-plus cohort. International Journal of 
Ageing and Later Life, 5, 13±43. doi:10.3384/ijal.1652-8670.105113. 
Havighurst, R. (1963). µ6XFFHVVIXODJHLQJ¶ in R. Williams, C. Tibbitts, W. Donahue (eds). 
Process of Ageing, Vol. 1, (pp. 299±320). New York: Atherton.  
Hochschild, A. (1975). Disengagement theory: A critique and proposal. American 
Sociological Review, 40, 553-569. 
Holstein, M. B., Minkler, M. (2003). 6HOI VRFLHW\ DQG WKH ³QHZ JHURQWRORJ\´ The 
Gerontologist, 43, 787-796. doi: 10.1093/geront/43.6.787.  
Holstein, M. B., Minkler, M. (2007). ¶Critical gerontology: reflections for the 21st century¶, in 
M. Bernard., T. Scharf (eds.) Critical perspectives on ageing societies (pp. 13-26). 
Cambridge: Polity Press. 
Kalache, A., Barreto, S. M., Keller, I. (2005). µ*OREDOageing: The demographic revolution in 
all cultures and sRFLHWLHV¶LQ0-RKQVRQHGThe Cambridge Handbook of Age and Ageing. 
(pp. 30±47). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.  
Kohli, M., Rein, M., Guillemard, A. M., Van Gunsteren, H. (eds.) (1991). Time for 
retirement. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
Lloyd, L., Tanner, D., Milne, A., Ray, M., Richards, S., Sullivan, M., Beech, C., Phillips J. 
(2013). Look after yourself: active ageing, individual responsibility and the decline of social 
19 
 
work with older people in the UK, European Journal of Social Work. doi: 
10.1080/13691457.2013.829805 
Motta, M., Bennati, E., Ferlito, L., Malaguarnera, M., Motta, L. (2005). Successful aging in 
centenarians: myths and reality. Archives of Gerontology and Geriatrics, 40, 241-251. doi: 
10.1016/j.archger.2004.09.002 
Moulaert, T., Biggs, S. (2013). International and European policy on work and retirement: 
Reinventing critical perspectives on active ageing and mature identity. Human Relations 66, 
25±45. doi: 10.1177/0018726711435180. 
Pfeiffer, E. (ed.) (1974). Successful aging: A conference report, Durham, NC: Duke 
University. 
Phillipson, C. (1982). Capitalism and the construction of old age. London: Macmillan. 
Pruchno, R., Wilson-Genderson, M., Rose, M., Cartwright, F.  (2010). Successful ageing: 
Early influences and contemporary characteristics. Gerontologist, 50, 821±833. doi: 
10.1093/geront/gnq041. 
Reed, J., Cook, G., Childs, S., Hall, A. (2003). Getting old is not for cowards: Comfortable, 
healthy ageing. York: Joseph Rowntree Foundation. 
Riley, M. W. (1998). Letter to the editor. The Gerontologist, 38, 151. 
doi:10.1093/geront/38.2.151  
Riley, M., Riley, J. (1994). Age integration and the lives of other people. The Gerontologist, 
34, 110-115. doi:10.1093/geront/34.1.110.  
Rowe, J., Kahn, R. (1987). Human ageing: Usual and successful. Science, 237, 143±149. 
doi:10.1126/science. 3299702. 
Rowe, J. W., Kahn, R. L. (1997). Successful aging. The Gerontologist, 37, 433±440. 
doi:10.1093/geront/37.4.433. 
Schieber, F., Fozard, J. L., Gordon-Salant, S., Weiffenbach, J.W. (1991). Optimizing 
sensation and perception in older adults. International Journal of Industrial Ergonomics, 7, 
133-162. Doi:10.1016/0169-8141(91)90044-M. 
Scheidt, R.J., Humpherys, D.R., Yorgason, J. (1999). 6XFFHVVIXODJLQJ:KDW¶VQRW WR OLNH"
Journal of Applied Gerontology, 18, 277±281. doi: 10.1177/073346489901800301. 
Sidorenko, A., Zaidi, A. (2013). Active ageing in CIS countries: Semantics, challenges and 
responses. Current Gerontology and Geriatrics Research, 1. doi:10.1155/2013/261819. 
Smeaton, D., Vegeris, S., Sahin-Dimen, M. (2009). Older workers: Employment preferences, 
barriers and solutions. Manchester: Equality and Human Rights Commission, Research 
Report 43. 
Stenner, A., McFarquhar, T., Bowling, A. (2011). 2OGHU SHRSOH DQG µDFWLYH DJHLQJ¶
subjective aspects of ageing actively. Journal of Health Psychology, 16, 467±477. doi: 
10.1177/1359105310384298. 
Strawbridge, W., Wallhagen, M., Cohen, R. (2002). Successful aging and well-being: Self-
rated compared with Rowe and Kahn. The Gerontologist, 42, 727±733. doi: 
10.1093/geront/42.6.727. 
Tate, R., Leedine, L., Cuddy, T. (2003). Definition of successful aging by elderly Canadian 
males: The Manitoba follow-up study. The Gerontologist, 43, 735±744. doi: 
10.1093/geront/43.5.735 . 
Townsend, P. (2007). µUsing human rights to defeat ageism: dealing with policy induced 
µVWUXFWXUHG GHSHQGHQF\¶¶, in M. Bernard, T. Scharf (eds.) Critical perspectives on ageing 
societies (pp. 27-44). Cambridge: Polity Press. 
Villar, F. (2012). Successful ageing and development: The contribution of generativity in 
older age. Ageing and Society, 32, 1087-1105. doi: 10.1017/S0144686X11000973. 
Walker, A. (1981). Towards a political economy of old age. Ageing and Society, 1, 73-94. 
Doi:10.1017/S0144686X81000056. 
20 
 
Walker, A. (2002). A strategy for active ageing. International Social Security Review, 55, 
121±139. doi: 10.1111/1468-246X.00118. 
Walker, A. (2009). The emergence and application of active ageing in Europe. Journal of 
Aging and Social Policy, 21, 75±93. doi:10.1080/08959420802529986. 
Walker, A., Foster, L. (2013). µActive ageing: 5KHWRULFWKHRU\DQG3UDFWLFH¶LQ R. Ervik,  T. 
Skogedal Lindén (eds) The Making of Aging Policy: Theory and Practice in Europe (pp. 27-
53). Cheltenham: Edward Elgar. 
Walker, A., Maltby, T. (2012). Active Ageing: A strategic policy solution to demographic 
ageing in the European Union. International Journal of Social Welfare, 17, 117-130. doi: 
10.1111/j.1468- 2397.2012.00871.x  
WHO (1994). Health for all: Updated targets, Copenhagen, World Health Organisation. 
WHO (2002). Active ageing: A policy framework. Geneva: World Health Organization.  
World Health Organization (WHO) (2007). Women, ageing and health: A framework for 
action. Geneva: World Health Organization.  
Zaidi, A., Zolyomi, E. (2011). µ$FWLYH$JHLQJ¶5HVHDUFK1RWH 7/2011, Produced by the Social 
Situation Observatory, for the European Commission, Directorate-General for Employment, 
Social Affairs and Inclusion, Brussels. 
 
